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There is no commonly agreed definition in international use. The Convention on Biological Diversity defines genetic resources as 'genetic material of actual or potential value' and genetic material as 'any material of plant, animal, microbial or other origin containing functional units of heredity'; however, it does not define bioprospecting. It is difficult to differentiate scientific research from commercial activities involving genetic resources, commonly referred to as bioprospecting. In most cases, genetic resources are collected and analysed as part of scientific research projects, in the context of partnerships between scientific institutions and industry. It is only at a later stage that knowledge, information and useful materials extracted from such resources enter a commercial phase. The difference between scientific research and bioprospecting therefore seems to lie in the use of knowledge and results of such activities, rather than in the practical nature of the activities themselves. 4 In the 2007 report, the UN Secretary-General wrote:
While there is no universally agreed definition of bioprospecting … the term is generally understood, among researchers, as the search for biological compounds of actual or potential value to various applications, in particular commercial applications. This involves a series of value-adding processes, usually spanning several years, from biological inventories requiring accurate taxonomic identification of specimens, to the isolation and characterization of valuable active compounds. As a mere prospecting activity, bioprospecting is only the first step towards possible future exploitation and stops once the desired compound or specific property has been isolated and characterized.
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Though not all delegations who spoke in related General Assembly meetings were in full agreement with the understandings of the issue as expressed in the reports, 'bioprospecting' could be said to comprise the search for and collection of genetic materials and their study with the goal of commercialization. As suggested by the UN Secretary-General reports, the difference between bioprospecting and scientific research may hinge on intent: whether the study is aimed at promoting human knowledge as such, or whether the intent is to seek to derive commercial profit from that knowledge.
BIOPROSPECTING IN THE ARCTIC AND THE ANTARCTIC
A key issue with respect of bioprospecting in the context of this chapter is whether it is necessary to distinguish between bioprospecting in the Arctic and in the Antarctic. Though certain parallels can be drawn from experiences in both areas, including reference to natural-light cycles and cold temperatures, there remain significant physical and legal differences. Thus, I will in this chapter address bioprospecting with respect to the Arctic and the Antarctic separately.
